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Marcelo Guimarães Lima, “Event Horizon”, digigrafia, 50x70 cm, 2011



The Imagination of Disaster presents a visual reflection on the ex-
perience of catastrophes, cataclysms and disasters in our times: from 
global to personal.

When Susan Sontag wrote her celebrated essay on the themes of sci-
ence fiction movies of the Cold War period, the “Imagination of Di-
saster” in science fiction expressed the unconscious, and historically 
unprecedented, fear of atomic conflict. The potential atomic catastro-
phe added to the proper human anguish of individual mortality, the 
supplementary horrors of the sudden and total annihilation of the 
human race. 

More than half a century later, the recurring anxieties of a potential 
point of rupture in human history are recreated in our present context 
of man made or human assisted disasters: continuous, accumulated, 
re-dimensioned, added or crated anew, in the various interconnected 
fields of human endeavors and life processes, from the ecology to the 
economy, including as well the culture and the arts.  

Disaster, observed Sontag, is “one of the oldest subjects of art”.  And 
yet, the imagination of disaster, within its perennial symbolic dimen-
sions, and amid its various forms and diverse elements, large and 
small, discloses also in its present symbolic expression the historical 
specificity of the dilemmas, real and imaginary, of our times. 

The fantasy of fear, observed Sontag, in science fiction cinema, cov-
ered the real fear of the 20th century, and isolated it from its real 
sources.  Going beyond the neutralization of historical anxiety, the 
artistic imagination of disaster in the early 21st century may have as 
a task to deconstruct the compulsory image of fear that paralyses the 
historical consciousness and the historical imagination of the pres-
ent. 

                                                                       Marcelo Guimarães Lima

Marcelo Guimarães Lima, PhD, MFA, was born in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. He 
studied Philosophy, the Visual Arts and the History of Art in Brazil and in the 
United States.  He taught, painted, and exhibited in Brazil, in France, in Spain and 
in the USA.  He is the editor of the art newsletter Panoptikon: On Contemporary 
Visual Culture. He is presently Associate Professor at the Visual Communication 
Department of the American University in Dubai.

marcelolimastudio@gmail.com
www.marcelolima.org
www.panoptikon.net
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The Imagination of Disaster  Installation 

‘…the intense, familiar…imagination of disaster.’*
                                                  

The focus of the installation is a six-meter-long narrow carbon surf ski 
kayak. The bow of the boat- about a meter- has broken off, and it is re-
attached to the rest of the hull, but awkwardly, with an extension joining 
the two parts. The result will be longer than six meters. At the joined area, 
a variety of inflatable animals, painted in white to match the boat, will be 
fixed  (stuck/attached) messily to the boat with Polyurethane spray foam, 
some of which will be left visible. Other items of debris, broken parts of the 
boat, will be included in the mish-mash of plastic forms suspended from 
the beams above the atrium outside the gallery (and above the fountain, but 
to one side slightly). Also, the large wall on the first floor of the space will 
be painted in blues and grays suggesting a wave or an underwater environ-
ment, with other imagery of debris. When seen from the ground floor, the 
boat and animals will be seen against the blue. 

The theme of this exhibition solidified after the 8.9 earthquake in Japan fol-
lowed by the devastating tsunami, which then led to radiation from the 
damaged Nuclear Power Plant in Fukoshima. This piece explores the place 
of humanity in a world where our own destructive forces exceed our con-
trol. A destroyed boat suggests ‘The Raft of the Medusa,’ Delacroix’ 19th 
century painting of tragedy at sea. Instead of people stranded on the flimsy 
boat, however, animals cling, or stick to, a shattered carbon shell. These 
plastic inflatables allude to the excess of non-biodegradable kitsch artifice, 
and also refer to the plight of wildlife, that even a rescue boat cannot help. 
In this installation, Noah’s Ark becomes a useless wreck, reminding us of 
the real disaster of the loss of many species as humanity encroaches further 
into animal’s natural habitat.

                                                                                          Julia Townsend  

* ‘A Voice From the Dark Called Out’ by Denise Levertov
a larger quote from the poem:

“The poets must give us
imagination of peace, to oust the intense, familiar
imagination of disaster. Peace, not only
the absence of war”







 
The Imagination of Disaster
 
Julia Townsend, 2011

I

What most you fear
as the heart beats faster
real and unreal
imagination of disaster

What Kan** couldn’t tell us
what he could not say
what was left unknown 
when he spoke that day

A nuclear nightmare
a ravenous flood
an air invasion
deep sci-fi mud

Dangerous times
apocalyptic master
twisting and growing
imagination of disaster

 

II

They won’t show you 
the scattered corpses 
that the tide brought in.
You’ll see, instead,
some toppled structures,
a crippled tree,
floating cars, 
advancing debris.

the onslaught of 
the unsuspecting,
caught off camera
disappearing

Blood and limbs,
pinned between blocks,
what was just in life
but now is not—
the effect of this 
comes slightly after
due to the
imagination of disaster

**Naoto Kan is the Prime Minister of Japan



“Accident” 

Julia Townsend, 2011

Am I an accident waiting to happen
as I move to ward the other side?
Is it all built on determination
and I lack the skill to ride?

Does it all stop in an instant
In the blink of somebody’s eye?
Is this the risk of going after
versus sitting on (top of) the lie?

And it all spreads out like butter
when the gears begin to jive.
When the planets all come together
and it’s only just forty-five.



Thousands of us have watched clips of the tsunami on the internet show-
ing how entire towns were swept away in moments. This was pure disas-
ter; imagination not required. In Susan Sontag’s essay, ‘The Imagination of 
Disaster,’ she claims that fantasy (such as science fiction films) can ‘lift us 
up’ out of the monotony of life, but also ‘normalize what is psychologically 
unbearable.’ She claims that the banal dialogue of such films serves to even 
‘inculcate a strange apathy concerning the processes of radiation, contami-
nation, and destruction.’ Indeed, forty-five years after she wrote the essay, 
virtual reality and the information network allow us to watch and replay, 
over and over, an actual tsunami disaster. 

Far more vivid than Hokusai’s nineteenth century animated woodcut of 
the giant wave, viewers around the world have watched victims scramble 
up hillsides, clutch onto buildings and structures, and run for their lives. 
Certainly, a kind of apathy can emerge, watching such scenes from the 
safety of the office or living room, and from simply not being able to imag-
ine the level of destruction. Thankfully there has not been full apathy, as 
evidenced by the relief efforts, but the monitor, the screen, this ‘platform’ 
that connects the world, also creates a safe distance. I am reminded of the 
citizens of Washington, DC who road out in carriages with their picnics to 
watch the first significant battle of the American Civil War, The Battle of 
Bull Run, expecting a day of entertainment. When they saw what war was 
really about they turned their horses back home. Their imagination had 
not considered disaster.
 
When you are a citizen of the USA today, however, a country that spends 
40% of total world expenditures on defense, then your imagination for 
disaster may be quite large. 2011 marks the 10th year of Operation Endur-
ing Freedom (in Afghanistan, now as long as the Russian occupation), the 
8th year of the Operation Iraqi Freedom, and the first months of the NATO 
invasion of Libya. 

Julia Townsend grew up on the East Coast of the US, mostly in Noank, Connecticut, but 
has taught, painted, and exhibited for many years in Turkey and the UAE, and a few years 
in Spain and Germany before that. She is primarily a painter, but also makes colorful sculp-
tures or sculptural installations. Inspired by a lifetime of museum visits and New Yorker 
cartoons, she exhibits regularly in Dubai and other countries. She is also a free-lance illus-
trator, has written/illustrated a children’s book, verses, songs, and has recently collaborated 
with a 3D animator. An Associate Professor of Visual Communication at the American 
University in Dubai, she previously explored the theme of disaster in a series inspired by 
Christa Wolf’s Störfall. 

www.juliatownsend.com   
juliatownsend@yahoo.com



Julia Townsend, Via Ferrata  oil on canvas, 150 x 130 cm, 2011 

This is a dark abstract, which also suggests the forms of the cliffs of Wadi Bani 
Awf in Oman, where I recently climbed the Via Ferrata. Fortunately, neither 
I nor anyone else, fell from the wire cables, down to the canyon 70 meters 
below, but one’s imagination runs wild when looking up (or down) the steep 
walls.



Julia Townsend - Mutation Study 2004/2011 
50 x 50 cm, oil on canvas

(underpainting by I. Darwish)
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